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The Lebanon 
Quagmire 


NUBAR HOVSEPIAN 


ver the past few weeks the Middle East has 
hovered on the precipice of war, with Syna, Israel 
and their proxies the main belligerents. Once 
again à weak, factious Lebanon has served as 
an irritant and a pretext for power moves by its neghbors. 

For Prime Mimster Menachem Begin, faced with a critical 
electoral challenge from the Labor Party, the crisis provides 
an opportunity for making political hay with calls for total 
Synan withdrawal from Lebanon. He asserts Israel's total 
arspace hegemony and railies support for the 
“‘beleaguered”" Christian army of May. Saad Haddad. In 
turn, the ultra-right Lebanese Phalangists, who triggered the 
recent fighung in Zahle, have stepped up their drive 10 win 
acceptance as the sole pohtical and military force in 
Lebanon before the 1982 Presidential elecuons. Whether 
this smoldenng situation flares up in war or not, the ques- 
tions remain: what are the underlying causes of the civil 
stnife in Lebanon that has continued since the civil war of 
1975-76? And is a resoluuon of the conflict possible? 

Many of us who hved through the civil war of Lebanon in 
1975 were driven to seek answers in history, and this led us 
to the considerauon of the evoluuon of the ‘‘confessional"" 
system denved from the Arabian ‘‘millet”"—a system of 
Quasi-autonomous ethmc religous communities instituted 
by the Ottomans, which provided for a form of centrahzed 
control over decentralized religious groups. The latter paid 
taxes 10 the former. This relauonshp has served both to 
strengthen ex:stng sects and undermane the formation of an 
cffecuve state. The millet system was also helpful to the 
Europeans in their successful political and economic 
penetration of the Ottoman Empire. 

We concluded that this system led 10 the poliuczation of 
religous bodies. It produced and often required the ex- 
istence of polincal organizations with feudal-style leaders 
representing the various sects and vying with other such 
orgamzauons for a share of Lebanon's resources. Tius 
system evolved over two centuries, between the seventeenth 
and the nineteenth. In 1943, it was codified into a binding 
natonal charter, under French sponsorsp. At present, 
there are fifleen offically recognized sects. By necessity 
each Lebanese must belong 10 one of these sects; otherwise 
he 15 a nonperson. Each sect has a formal leadership, prom- 
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ulgates laws governing marnage, inheritance and other 

personal matters, maintains courts and juridical procedures, 

elects deputies to parliament, sponsors political parties, runs 

schools with educational orientations that are often hostile 

to the other communities and provides hospitals, health and 
other social agencies. 

Al of these factors engender clannishness within 
Lebanese society and promote, to a limited extent, the 
geographucal segregation of the religious-ethnic groups. The 
system promotes separateness among the Lebanese on the 
basis of their sectarian identity; it enhances sectarian suspi- 
cions and allegiances. Therefore, real power lies in the sec- 
tarian institutions, and the state's ability 10 govern is greatly 
diminished. 

The system lacks the ability to resolve the internal con- 
flicts that are endemc to Lebanon. Thus, intervention by 
foreign powers has always been necessary when internal 
confhets rage out of control. In the 19705, the system began 
to disintegrate because of two new elements, The first was 
the nse of disparities between classes, whose needs and 
demands could neither be accommodated nor forcibly sup- 
pressed. The second was the absence of foreign powers will. 
ing to intervene and resolve the conflict as in the past. This 
development came about primarily because of the basic split 
among regional and world powers caused by the Arab- 
Israeli conflict. But when direct intervention became unat- 
tractive, it was replaced by the use of local proxies. 

Israel seems to have had the carhest and the most clearty 
formulated plans for the latter kind of intervention. David 
Ben-Gurion believed that Lebanon was the weakest link in 
the Arab chain. On May 16, 195$, during a Joint meeting of 
senior officials of the Defense and Foreign Affairs 
mirustries, Ben-Gurion insisted that Israel do something 
about Lebanon. Moshe Sharett, the then Israeli Foreign 
Minister, records the following in his recently published 
diaries: 

According to hum [Moshe Dayan] the only tlung that's 
necessary is 10 find an officer, even just a major. We would 
either win his heart or buy am with money, to make hum 
agree 10 declare lamself the savior of the Maronnte popula- 
uon, Then the Israel Army will enter Lebanon, will occupy 
the necessary territory, and will create a Christian regime 
whach will ally vtself with Israel. The territory from the Litans 
southward will be totally annexed 10 Israel and everytlung 
will be all right. [Quoted in Livia Rokach's Zsruel's Sacred 
Terronsm.] 

Some twenty years later Major Haddad became one of 
Lebanon's ‘‘Christian”’ saviors, providing Israel with a buf. 
fer zone 10 facilitate its systematic attacks against South 
Lebanon and many other parts of the country. 

The 1970s witnessed a deterioration in the economic well- 
being of large parts of the Lebanese population. The in- 
creased foreign investment that entered Lebanon never 
filtered down 10 the working people. The economy could be 
characterized as a relay station between Western capital and 
markets of the East. Beirut’s reputed affluence presented a 
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facade of stability to outside observers, but internally it ag- 
gravated social tension because of the system's inability to 
deliver the needed goods 10 its people. Large-scale emigra- 
tion and internal migration to the cities (by 1970, 19 percent 
of the labor force lived in rural areas compared with 49 per- 
cent in 1959) resulted in the founding of ‘‘poverty belts”’ 
‘and ‘‘tin cities” in and around Beirut, Sidon and Tripoli. 
These places were the center of the fighting in 1975-76. 

Contrary 10 the sectarian-based system, economic pro- 
tests broke out that were national in scale and class-based. 
Repeated strikes by workers, peasants, students and 
fishermen were staged. In 1974, during a thirty-five-day 
period from March 26 10 April 29, there was at least one 
strike every day and a three-day national general strike. The 
strikes, which were precipitated by demands for higher 
wages and better working conditions, broke out in all cor- 
ners of Lebanon; the Lebanese Army had 10 be mobilized to 
quell the protests. As a result, the central government's 
authority was severely hampered. The economic basis of the 
unrest was à new development. 

On February 25, 1975, a fisherman's strike was organized 
in Tripoli, in part to protest the near monopoly control of 
the fishing industry by the Protein Company of which 
Lebanon's former president, Camille Chamoun, was board 
Chairman and general manager. On February 26, the same 
strike moved 10 Sidon. All Sidon rallied 10 the fishermen's 
cause. The army, however, was sent in 10 crush it. Maarouf 
Saad, a leader of the progressive movement, received fatal 
wounds. 

While the people in the South were engaged in a mass 
uprising against the army, the right-wing Catholic parties 
organized Army Day demonstrations on March 5. The civil 


war had started. In large parts of the country the army was 
viewed as the instrument of the Maronite sect, and the 
political leadership of the Maronites had correctly perceived 
that the social unrest was a direct challenge 10 their 
hegemony over the sectarian system. 

Meanwhile, after approximately two decades during 
which radical nationalism set the tone of Arab politics, a 
shift 10 the right 100k place in the 1970s. This shift was in- 
duced by the regimes and classes who benefited from the in- 
creasing oil wealth, which lowered the moral standards of 
civil and political life in the Arab world. Corruption became 
a way of life. Amassing huge windfall profits, rather than 
building national institutions, became the order of the day. 
Most of the Arab Middle East, because of its wealth, its 
geographical importance and its proximity to resources, was 
willingly incorporated into the Western and, more par- 


(L.N.M.), consisting of thiricen organizatjons, and the 
Palestintan Movement (P.M.) had forged an alliance, whose 
potential alarmed not only the right-wing political parties of 
the Maronite sect but also Lebanon's neighbors— Israel, 
Syria and the conservative Arab states. The latter feared an 
eventual challenge 10 the sectarian system in Lebanon, 
which would result in the formation of a democratic secular 
state animated by ideals of equality similar to those of the 
French Revolution of 1789. 

For despite the conservative trend in the Arab world, 
Lebanon and its capital city of Beirut had become the center 
of the dissemination of ideas 10 the Arab world. Beirut was 
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the haven for political exiles, and the center of publishing 


they must be viewed as three concentric circles —local (inter- 
nal Lebanese dynamics), regional (the role of the neighbor- 
ing states) and international power politics (particularly by 
the United States). A corollary of this is that major events or 
the policies of any of the actors in the Lebanese drama can 
be explained only by viewing them witlun the context of the 
three concentric circles. Here an example will be useful. 

In June 1976, the L.N.M. and the P.M. were in the ascend- 
ant. The central authority of the Lebanese state had for all 
practical purposes disintegrated. On the other side, the 
tional Liberal Party, or N.L.P.) were retreating. At tlus 
juncture Syrian troops entered Lebanon in full force and 
restored the internal balance of power. Syria's aims were, at 
first, 10 insure the continuation of the sectarian system and 
10 preserve the status quo that emerged from the 1958 civil 
war, expressed in the slogan ‘No vanquished and no con- 
queror!”"" This policy gave the right wing a new lease on life. 
Second, Syna feared that the formation of a democratic 
secular state in Lebanon would pose a direct challenge 10 its 
own Moslem government. Ironically, Israel was also op- 
posed 10 democratic secularism because it would prevent the 
establishment of its “Christian buffer." By this time, inter- 
national efforts were under way 10 convene the Geneva 
Conference, and Syria was keen 10 maintain a ‘Palestine 
card”" in 1ts hand 10 strengthen its position in the possibly 
ensuing negotiauons. Both the United States and the Soviet 
Union (potential cosponsors of the proposed Geneva con- 
ference) wanted Syrian participation 1n the settlement of the 
Arab-Israeli conflict and so supported its intervention. 
Maintenance of the status quo in Lebanon was imperative if 
the foregoing aims were 10 be realized. And so the Syrian 
presence in Lebanon was legitimized through the formation 
of the Arab Deterrent Force by the Arab League, 10 be 
bankrolled primarily by Saudi Arabia. 

But by 1977-78, Syria's role in Lebanon had changed. The 
internal balance was shifting favorably toward the right 
wing, primarily because of the support by Israel, Syria and 
the West. As a result of thus tilt in its favor, the right wing 
began to push for parution or cantomzation 10 supersede 
the sectarian system; morcover, the Soviet Umon's role in 
the Middle East was diminished as the United States became 
the guarantor of the Camp David ‘‘peace treaty.'' Both 
however, believing that they were its targets. As a result, 
Syria's main interest lay in maintaining the status quo, and 
so the right wing's efforts, supported by Israel, 10 either par- 
tition or gain control of Lebanon, became a threat 10 it. The 
Lebanese National Movement, which still held 10 the belief 
that Lebanon must become a democratic secular state, but 
opposed the Phalangists and was Arabist in outlook, found 
an ally in Syria, its opponent in 1976. 

The civil war flowed on like a river out of its banks, tak- 
ing new twists and turns. In December 1980, the Phalangists 


. the early years of the civil war up through 1977-78, the 
Lebanese Communist Party had a sizable Shiite membership 
(estimated to be up to 65 percent of total membership}. This 
number decreased noticeably due 10 Shiite defections 10 
Amal—a sectarian organization that now claims to repre- 
sent all Shiites, 

Sectarian practices increased at an alarming rate in 
1975-76. The cease-fire of 1976 did not end the cçon- 
fhct. On the contrary—it provided the climate of uncer- 
tainty in which it flourished. Moreover, since 1976 
Lebanon has been the arena for several wars, both internal 
and proxy ones, Now, in view of the present ‘‘missile crisis, ** 
the composite picture is not very encouraging. Chaos 
seems 10 be the only possible order of the day. If the con- 
flict continues much longer, the future of a united 
Lebanon will become an increasingly remote possibility. 
Indeed the state of Lebanon itself as an entity may soon 
become an artifact of history. Q 


secured a foothold in Zahle, an area populated mostly by 
Greek Catholics (Melkites), and threatened 10 establish a 
Strategic corridor through the valley 10 link up with Major 
Haddad's forces in the South. The potential danger in these 
developments 10 the internal balance was perceived by both 
the Syrians and the L.N.M. The timing of the Phalangist ac- 
tions was in part based on their expectations of an increased 
Israeli role in Lebanon. And Israel's increasing bombing 
and shelling of Lebanon were in turn based on its expectation 
criticize its actions. (National Security Adviser Richard 
Allen's ill-chosen reference 10 Israel's raids on Lebanon as a 
form of ‘‘hot pursuit” is a case in point.) 

AI these developments served 10 accelerate the process of 
political polarization in Lebanon, thus reducing the 
likelihood of any national accord among the various fac- 
tions. From the outset of the war in 1975 two competing 
tendencies dominated the political stage. The first was 
represented by the forces of the right who sought to main- 
tain the sectarian system intact. Its main representatives 
were the Phalangist Party under Pierre Gemayel, and the 
N.L.P. under Chamoun, which united in a right-wing coali- 
tion known as the Lebanese Front (L.F.). In July 1980, the 
Phalangists diminished the N.L.P.'s power, and thus 
established their undisputed dominance in the coalition. 


its part, the Lebanese National Movement has, 

j 1975, opposed the apportioning of political 

power through the old sectarian formulas. (Since 

1943, political power in parlament has been based 

on a 6 10 5 ratio of Christians to Moslems.) Instead, they 

have conunually advocated a restructuring of Lebanese 

society that would lead 10 a secular democracy. This cam- 

paign was dubbed by the late Kamal Jumblatt Lebanon's 
**1789 in the making." 

On December 23, 1980, the Lebanese Front published its 
terms for a settlement in a “‘historic document.” This af- 
firmed the front's commitment 10 à ‘‘united Lebanon," 
which was defined as a collection of self-governing sectarian 
communities located within Lebanon's international 
borders, each of which was 10 have total autonomy with 
both political and geographic guarantees. There was, 
however, 10 be Maronite political domination of all impor- 
tant state offices. The front asserted that Lebanon ‘is not 10 
be absorbed by its Arab and Moslem neighbors’’; rejected 
resettlement of foreigners in Lebanon, particularty of 
Palesunians; and demanded an end 10 Syrian occupation. 
The proclamation claimed 10 speak on behalf of all 
Lebanese Christians—even though Amin Gemayel, Pierre 
Gemayel's son and a leader of the Phalangists, has admitted 
that ‘‘the great majority of Christians live outside” the 
rightist redoubt, and they in fact are not and have never 
been politically and socially homogeneous. The L.N.M. also 
demands à ‘‘urufied Lebanon, '” but one that is secular and 
democratc. lis leaders view themselves as part and parcel of 
the Arab world and its quest for liberation, social progress, 
democracy and unity. 

To sum up: the L.F. is particularist and sectarian, and the 
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5 From Peacebuilding Toolkit for Educators, High School Edition, edited by Alison Milofsky. Washington, DC: Endowment of the 
United States Institute of Peace, 2011. p.29. Used with the permission of the United States Institute of Peace. 
For more information go to: http://www.buildingpeace.org. 


BACK TO INDEX 


RC 550 5 cop cbE5 


(oil <j91) palullg gljül ôl$bul — gpl guyall 


-äoloïll Lola» il 


äälisoll eljil cloil (Si céjsill + 
o1ibulla cljll ou àbilell &uôlio + 


el loi, äbuipo Lillgo égoi + 


“à “ AT ll ul CO 


l9 Jos êpsn pl Lil Jéülla .eljil céyyoi ss 2giéo ubléi job Lol ujall 45 ugacluaoll Jeiuu ol uso 
Clegylinuil Soi JAl «yo eolooil äuhbi ai .&inoll äyyill 62lol il Œujall bail (6 opgni ai Las cagsgall 
äloiall blüill olëll oi eljul Jas usléi «lysl Lola (L16q1 cuu4l gylinull äloïall blüill 650 si 40) 
-gylinull 


Scljil éiolo À Bill 


cljul Jos boaïéo Liläi oaaloall/a2cluaoll «sys 


‘ll Glegylius à blall 


Loi ls 4 pla Jiaïll äcgaso Js do olil oaë 2ljôl 1 il E go Clegoso 4. Loni ugaloall/ugacluall aauë] 
gs gilbcl gljill Cilaos äbpl ji oloall {le agusil Ja2 ll JaiSb b ao uy «bel 0ggiuud yo ll 
-düq-u oc al cljil 56 Lol Jtoïll JA Go ugahiuu oeil hi lgpuus gulc gylinull Jui àôjg msjgïg .äcgoso 


: ägyj il Cilagyliuull all 


uujail Li ag cils glaiol di 00 09 vu All «0 Logiul}s ol Los Loo ol ulgsi ol 095 
Los Qqujail ge jas did bus os joiy all 6 plèlu call sil Jés Jai wo ujaïté olau Loi Al 00 (6 
poil oc lé 1 Golug ou 


“lsqll gghi &ol] é2llo otpé li ani oj Baup ggi ogalll 40 Jôi ëos JSÙ of aille le (ai ail (sol) 5 


w 


Plebll lès ge Lol] si ol a La &oléïll yo ago £j» olebll ol 2ôloig og (le csaïai il &ysulôtll 


Las j22 ail «sx Lmallq ol HÈ 6aniall Cibtoil (6 uuylall Ji Doll Gb ai big Go dolce IV ôjlw a 


ô2aioll ball (6 yiul]s äsilio olg psoïll äus alla ol Lu pioï La2j00, Jiuolla pull gaull 032 (6 paul 
ôaac Woo lgl osé 


Ga bip ol dio Ylayg ôaiy poil L5jles alla ol HÈ «spl ils il Loi Lil 49 vo algjil 6 2050 Liéy € 
«ic äboôball 95 aïlile lol Ji uit sil 44) ll äuuill ago lai «D éliall Jo 2050 5loj Lguoi ill co 
«99 2090 Lagii 25 call Ja &il gs ol JU agëls ui Log &liloll (56 lysuôi &il sl 


 Exercise adapted (scenarios changed a bit to better suit Lebanon's context) from Peacebuilding Toolkit for Educators, High 
School Edition, edited by Alison Milofsky. Washington, DC: Endowment of the United States Institute of Peace, 2011. p.41. For 
more information go to: http://www.buildingpeace.org. 
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7 Exercise adapted from Peacebuilding Toolkit for Educators, High School Edition, edited by Alison Milofsky. Washington, DC: 
Endowment of the United States Institute of Peace, 2011. p.42. Used with the permission of the United States Institute of Peace. 
For more information go to: http://www.buildingpeace.org. 
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8 From Peacebuilding Toolkit for Educators, High School Edition, edited by Alison Milofsky. Washington, DC: Endowment of 
the United States Institute of Peace, 2011. p.47. Used with the permission of the United States Institute of Peace. For more 
information go to: http://www.buildingpeace.org. 
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1. What I observe (see, hear, remember, What you observe (see, hear, remember, 
imagine, free from my evaluations) that does imagine, free from my evaluations) that 
or does not contribute to my well-being: does or does not contribute to your well- 
“What I see (see, hear)...” being:"What you see (see, hear)...” 


(sometimes unspoken when offering empathy) 


2. How I feel (emotion or sensation rather than 
thought) in relation to what I observe:"T feel...” 


2. How I feel (emotion or sensation rather than 
thought) in relation to what I observe: "T feel...” 


3. What I need or value (rather than a 3. What you need or value (rather than a 
preference, or a specific action) that causes my preference, or a specific action) that causes 
feelings: “because I need/value.….” your feelings: "because you need/value…." 


4. The concrete actions I would like taken: 5. The concrete actions you would like taken: 


“Would you be willing to …?" “Would you like... ?” 
(sometimes unspoken when offering empathy) 
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